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The Costa Rican government has shut down three gold mines that were not in compliance with the
law. It also canceled questionable mining concessions, including one illegally awarded to a company
owned by President Jose Maria Figueres's family. In August, Environment and Energy Minister
Rene Castro ordered the immediate closing of two mines in Guanacaste province owned by the
Sierra Alta and Abece Griego companies.
A third mine, also in Guanacaste, owned by the mine workers union Sindicato Nacional de Mineros
(SNM), was given three months to bring its operations up to standard. Preceding the closings,
the Ministry of Environment and Energy (MINAE) conducted an investigation and found unsafe
working conditions and environmental infractions, such as illegal timber cutting and the release of
toxic substances into nearby rivers. The investigation also uncovered examples of companies that
began mining operations before their permits had been awarded and others that were operating
under concessions given to other companies.
The closings came less than a month after MINAE canceled 700 mining concessions and applications
for concessions because of various violations of the mining code (see NotiCen, 08/07/97). The
crackdown on mining companies reverses a longstanding ministry practice of leniency. "We used
to give concessions to everyone, but now we are making sure that these mining activities are
responsible and environmentally friendly," said Castro.
In the future, applications for mining concessions will be reviewed by a newly established National
Council of Large- Scale Mining, which will make recommendations to MINAE. Figueres family
contract voided During the crackdown, the Figueres family came under scrutiny for some of its
business transactions. One of the mining concessions that was canceled in July belonged to Energia
Global, a company in which the president's family holds an interest (see NotiCen, 05/15/97).
Moreover, another company, Sociedad Agroindustrial, which also belongs to the Figueres family,
has created more embarrassment for MINAE. In June, Castro was forced to rescind a mining
concession in Cartago province, awarded in April of this year to La Lucha, S.A., a subsidiary of
Sociedad Agroindustrial. Castro acted one day after Partido Unidad Social Cristiana (PUSC)
legislator Bienvenido Venegas delivered a public denunciation of the concession. Castro called the
concession "an error." He admitted that his office had overlooked a provision in the mining code
that prohibits public officials and their families from receiving mining permits. He also said he
would review the application process to see if there was more behind the concession than an error.

Protest against Beta Vargas mine
In a related matter, environmentalists and townspeople in Pozo Azul, in Guanacaste province, are
protesting a concession awarded to the Canadian firm Novontar S.A. for mining gold and other
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metals at the Beta Vargas mine. Groups protesting the mine cite cyanide contamination of ground
water and other environmental dangers, but Novontar says that it has installed advanced systems
of cyanide containment that will make the mine a good example of sustainable development.
Mine opponents also say that the procedures for granting the concession were faulty because the
impact study submitted by Novontar omitted consideration of the social and economic impact of
the mine on nearby communities. [Sources: Tico Times (Costa Rica), 06/20/97; La Nacion (Costa
Rica),06/09/97, 06/13/97, 06/14/97, 07/18/97, 08/08/97]
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